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February 14, 1976 


MEMORANDUM FOR MR. BRENT SCOWCROFT 
THE WHITE HOUSE 


Subject: US-Vietnamese Relations 


In response to your request No. 601 of 
January 30 for an options paper on an American 
relationship with Viet-Nam, with particular 
reference to a range of possible actions which 
the US might take to improve that relationship, 
the attached paper is submitted. 



George S. Springsteen 
Executive Secretary 


Attachment: 

US-Vietnamese Relations 
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US-Vietnamese Relations 


Background ; 

The Communist takeover of South Viet-Nam funda- 
mentally altered the situation in Indochina. As we 
enter 1976, the outcome of that takeover is still 
being resolved. 

Viet-Nam is completing the process of unification. 
National elections are scheduled for April 26, 1976, 
to elect a combined national assembly for North and 
South Viet-Nam, after which "organs of state" for 
a unified Viet-Nam will be established. This will 
formalize what already exists, i.e. a unified. Com- 
munist Viet-Nam, with the largest and best-armed 
standing army in Southeast Asia. 

Vietnamese influence over Laos is already a 
dominant factor in that country, and there is evidence 
that Viet-Nam is trying to exercise at least a restrain- 
ing influence on Cambodia in the latter's moves to 
improve its relations with Thailand and to assert its 
independence from Viet-Nam. Viet-Nam' s intentions 
toward Thailand are not wholly clear but in any case 
Hanoi so far has resisted Thai overtures to improve 
relations between the two countries. 

United States policy faces new problems resulting 
from the Communist takeover of Viet-Nam. First, we 
seek to assist our friends and allies in Southeast 
Asia to withstand increased pressures, both internal 
and external, resulting from the Communist victory. 

We also look to the future rather than the past in 
seeking to redefine our relationship with Viet-Nam 
itself, responding cautiously to specific positive 
Vietnamese gestures with positive gestures of our own 
in our effort to test longer-range Vietnamese inten- 
tions toward us and toward its neighbors. 

v v The most immediate issue between the US and Hanoi is 
that of the Americans missing-in-action. The 
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Vietnamese have failed to take substantial measures 
to resolve this issue, either by accounting for or 
by returning the remains of the MIA's. Prior to 
the fall of Saigon, the Vietnamese linked progress on 
this issue with cessation of US support to the GVN. 

Since the Communist takeover, they have made pro- 
vision of American reconstruction assistance to Viet- 
Nam an apparent condition for substantial progress 
on MIA ' s . 

Exacting such assistance from the United States 
appears to be a primary goal of the Vietnamese. 

(This was an important part of recent Vietnamese 
negotiations towards establishment of diplomatic rela- 
tions with France and Japan.) Perhaps conscious of 
the election year here, the Vietnamese have undertaken 
a campaign to generate support in the Congress for 
normalization of relations on their terms — dropping 
of US trade controls, and granting of reconstruction 
aid to Viet-Nam. A constant theme of Vietnamese 
propaganda has also been the difference in attitude 
towards them by the American people in contrast to 
the Administration. Several recent visiting US Congress- 
men have tended to support this theme in their 
contacts with the Vietnamese. 

Hanoi claims that we still have an obligation 
under the Paris Agreement to provide aid, despite its 
own massive violations of that accord. The Vietnamese 
have indicated a desire to have Western, including 
U.S., oil companies help develop their potential oil 
resources, though their terms are not yet clear except 
for expectations of a massive initial capital invest- 
ment by the companies. 

Our relationship with Hanoi is thus essentially 
one of "watching and waiting". We have indicated 
that we do not retain a hostile attitude toward the 
Vietnamese and that we are willing to look to the 
future rather than to the past. We have indicated we 
envisage eventual normalization and in the mean- 
v xtime are prepared to reciprocate gestures of good will. 
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particularly on MIA's. Apart from routine low level 
contacts in Paris and at the UN we have had no 
direct discussions with the Vietnamese. All signi- 
ficant contacts since the fall of Saigon have been 
indirect ones primarily through Congressional groups. 

When the Vietnamese released nine American 
civilians last November, we reciprocated by licensing 
private shipments of certain assistance which had 
earlier been refused. We havd recently done so again 
in response to their return of three sets of remains 
to the Montgomery Select Committee. The gestures by 
the Vietnamese have been modest ones, considering 
the magnitude of the MIA problem, and they continue 
to withhold further information on other MIA's despite 
their promise to the Select Committee to seek and 
provide it. They also continue to impede the departure 
of Americans still in Saigon who wish to leave, despite 
assurances to the contrary to visiting Congressmen. 

While the Vietnamese in principle probably wish 
to establish normal relations with the United States, 
their present strategy suggests that they are willing 
to wait until this year's political process in the 
United States is played out, in the expectation that 
after the election we would be willing to establish 
relations with them on a more generous basis. Sig- 
nificant gestures at this time by the United States 
might elicit some further modest movement on MIA's. 
However, in the absence of some more concrete steps 
by Hanoi beforehand, such gestures are likely to 
result only in the raising of the stakes by the 
Vietnamese . 

The Options : 

In considering actions which would affect our 
relations with the Vietnamese over the next several 
months, the following options present themselves: 

1. In view of the very modest nature of the 
v v Vietnamese actions so far on MIA's, take no action 
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beyond continuing to approve further private aid 
shipments to Viet-Nam . 

This would make clear that we expect the Viet- 
namese to make a more major effort on MIA's before 
we reciprocate. It would reserve significant steps 
on our part for future use. However, it is not 
likely to satisfy the Select Committee or other Congres- 
sional critics and could spur them to greater efforts 
in taking unilateral Congressional action. 

2 . Remove one or more of the US war-time trade 
restrictions imposed during the mid-1960's ; 

These restrictions include: 

(a) Prohibition on bunkering in US ports, 
and by US oil firms in Asian ports, of 
foreign ships calling in Vietnamese ports. 

(b) Prohibition on carriage of USG- 
financed cargo from US ports by foreign- 
flag vessels which have called in Viet- 
namese ports. 

Removal of one or both of these trade-related 
restrictions would be a more significant gesture with- 
out, however, altering the status quo as far as actual 
US-VN trade is concerned. It represents probably 
the minimal regulatory action we could take in this 
field and would clear away some of the "wartime" 
measures still in effect against trade with Viet-Nam. 
Removal of these controls would be essentially 
irreversible and would not satisfy the Select Com- 
mittee or others who wish us to move further and 
faster . 


3. Give sympathetic consideration to possible 
participation by US companies in Vietnamese oil develop- 
ment (and other possible business ventures) , to 
include approval of business travel to Viet-Nam and 
v va more positive attitude toward eventual licensing. 
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This would be a major step toward relaxation 
of trade controls and would be responsive to both 
Congressional and industry pressures. It would also, 
however, seriously weaken the trade controls generally 
and would go much farther than warranted by any of 
the Vietnamese gestures to date. Despite their 
interest in this matter, the Select Committee and 
others may not consider such actions sufficient to 
meet the situation. 

4 . Make clear that we will relax the trade 
embargo and assets controls (probably to the extent 
of those now applied to trade with the PRC) if the 
Vietnamese provide substantial satisfaction regarding 
information on our MIA's and the return of remains . 

Such a course would be a very forthcoming 
position both publicly and privately. It would be 
viewed as a significant step forward by the Adminis- 
tration. However, it gives away a major bargaining 
point in advance and it may encourage the Vietnamese 
to hold out for further concessions such as aid. 

5 . Relax the trade embargo and foreign assets 
controls at this time. 


( 



This would represent a significant change in the 
Administration's policy and would undoubtedly satisfy 
many of those who wish us to take major unilateral 
steps toward reconciliation. However, it goes far 
beyond anything justified by Vietnamese performance 
so far and would in effect depart from our present 
cautious, step-by-step approach to normalization of 
relations. It is also irreversible. Moreover, it 
would not guarantee satisfactory Vietnamese perfor- 
mance on MIA's and might well be criticized by the 
MIA families on this score. 

6 . Announce that we are prepared to enter into 
direct negotiations with the Vietnamese on MIA issues 
and related questions of normalization . 
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This would reestablish the Executive Branch as 
the interlocutor with the Vietnamese, and would most 
emphasize our desire "not to continue the Viet-Nam 
war on the diplomatic front." However, negotiations 
would probably be lengthy, difficult, and with little 
prospect of success unless we were to make sub- 
stantial concessions during this election year. The 
Vietnamese would be likely to insist even more strongly 
on US aid as a concession for progress on either 
normalization of relations or ^accounting of MIA's. 

Recommendation : 

The Department recommends that Option 1 be the 
basis of US policy toward Viet-Nam until such time 
as Hanoi substantially and constructively addresses 
US concerns. 
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